IL 2 production by mitogen-stimulated T cell subsets: helper-precursors are predominantly Lyt-2-.
Although there is strong evidence that IL 2 can be secreted by at least some cells in both the Lyt-2- and Lyt-2+ T cell subsets, it is unclear whether lymphokine-secreting cells are present in equal frequencies in each population. We addressed this question by using a T cell mitogen, concanavalin A (Con A), that activates a large proportion of the cells of both subsets, as tested by their ability to grow in the presence of added conditioned medium. We found that, although Con A-responsive precursors of proliferating cells are at least as frequent in the Lyt-2+ set as in the Lyt-2- set, the frequency of Con A-responsive precursors of IL 2-secreting cells is much higher in the Lyt-2- population. Expressed as precursors per cell, lymphokine-secreting helpers are 17-fold more frequent in the Lyt-2- population. After adjusting for relative cell recoveries and for contamination, the data suggest that at least 97% (and more likely 99%) of the precursors for Con A-responsive IL 2-producing cells are in the Lyt-2- set. Thus, although the correlation between Lyt-2 surface antigen and helper function may not be absolute, our data support the idea that Lyt-2 does mark a functional distinction among T cells independent of antigen specificity.